
The short stories here are fictional - while based on names and dates from the Whyte family history, 
real places & times and historical events, the family events and characterisations in them are entirely 
figments of my imagination. 

 
3 Forfar, 1842 - The Tannery and Succession Planning 
 
As Thomas came out of the meeting with his older brother at the offices on Castle Street, he thought 
back on the times when as a young boy he had the run of the yards and by eighteen had learned all the 
tanning and currying trade skills. He loved working with the men, the manual nature of the work and 
knew he was respected by them all.  He admired his father in spite of his dominating manner and had 
worked closely with him for over twenty years, but understood that many things needed to change to 
keep up with times.  William, whose legal and academic world he often found hard to follow, had also 
made this very clear and Thomas appreciated the support.   
 
He also reflected that, now more than ten years on, he needed to provide for Jessie and the girls’ future 
and maybe find them a real house of their own somewhere.  In his twenties Thomas had met Jessie 
Wilson at the St. James Fair - she had a ready smile and was a lovely, kind girl who had now borne him 
two pretty daughters Mary and Jess.  As the daughter of a farm hand he known that she would not fit 
with the Forfar burgess ways and the Whyte family. They had been discrete over the years and he hoped 
that few outside the village knew of their relationship, but he knew that his frequent rides to Tannadice 
over these many years told no lies.     
 
Both his old bones and his head told Patrick that at eighty-four his days on this earth were now 
numbered. He felt it had been a good life with solid progress for the family business since the end of the 
Shoemakers Guild days and, with Margaret who he had loved since she was eighteen, the foundation of 
a large family to continue the Whyte name.  He was also immensely proud of what he as Secretary of 
the Vestry and the Minster, Dr. Skinner had achieved in 1824 in building St. John’s Episcopalian Church 
and the bond of friendship they had built over the years.  John Skinner, a truly great man who 
regrettably had passed-on only last year, had led his congregation firmly and clearly after the end of the 
difficult times for Episcopalians following the 1745 rising.  
 
However, there were something else Patrick wanted to make sure of before it was too late, and so he 
hastened up Manor Street as fast as his bent back permitted to meet with William, whose legal skills 
were often so important to the family.  He had always known that William was not destined for the 
tannery business and was immensely proud of the position in society that his son had now achieved.  
With himself and younger son Thomas guiding and managing the tannery it had all worked out well.  But 
now the three of them needed to plan ahead for the future of the Tan Works and to keep it in the 
family.   
 
He arrived at the house with a clear mind and, as so often, took a moment to admire its wonderful 
location at the top of Manor Hill.  It was a splendid stone house built on the foundations of many before 
and designed for a large family. He and Margaret had made a good decision to turn it over the William 
and his Margaret and their large brood some years before and move into the house on Castle Street. 
 
As William waited for his father, he knew what they had to do this time. Over twenty years ago William 
had helped his father gain control of the Tan Works from others in the family, and had then watched 
him build it into today’s dominant position. But now his father was nearing the end, times had changed 
and many things were different, particularly with the new wealth in Forfar from home weaving.  He had 
also discussed it all with Margaret during their recent visit to Edinburgh, as it would impact their family 
eventually.   
 
Thomas, with his knowledge and experience, was the obvious one to continue the tannery, but his 
inheritance as fourth brother might be difficult if one of his older brothers came back from Aberdeen or 
Dundee to claim their share.  William liked Thomas and his boyish enthusiasm, admired how he led the 



men, and although so different in temperament and character they had always got on well.  However, 
Thomas was not married and, as William and his father knew, had long had a mistress in Tannadice who 
had borne him two girls.  So, Thomas seemed unlikely to provide a solution for the next generation. 
 
Another aspect was a gnawing concern about competition from the new industrial manufacturing in the 
Scottish central belt.  Clearly these new automated processes made a big difference to both cost of 
manufacture and consistency of quality, and where much cheaper standardized boots and shoes could 
ruin their local business.  He had discussed this over the last year with acquaintances in the leather trade 
in both Brechin and Montrose, and they were all worried to varying degrees. William had, just last week, 
agreed all the issues with Thomas and he was now ready to put their plans to their father. 
 
Climbing the stone steps in the house with great care, Patrick joined William in the first-floor study that 
was filled with piles of legal manuscripts, that the housemaid was clearly forbidden to dust.  He was 
pleased to see the portraits of himself and Margaret were still hanging on the far wall and he crossed 
the room to admire William’s burgeoning library and recent editions of the Edinburgh Review.  They 
shared support for the Whigs and the political ideas of the Review, and often talked about the need for 
serious reform in the country.  Together they stood at the main window and took in the Manor view 
across the long garden to Forfar Loch in the distance.  A view from Manor Hill that had been prized by 
many since the times of Queen Margaret, when she had her first manor house built on the hill next to 
husband’s castle.   
 
William knew that in spite of his aging body his father’s mind was still acute and perceptive, and so with 
a few good-hearted words they got down to business.  First, they had to consider the manufacturing 
challenges from the south and the need to modernize the operations, to accelerate the extremely slow 
tanning processes and for less reliance on manual currying work that produced such uneven results.  
This would need new investment in equipment, new skills and renewed leadership over the next years.  
William, with his North British Bank contacts in Glasgow, was sure he could deal with the money side of 
this. The more difficult part was the leadership that would be necessary, and that meant them moving 
on to discuss the burning question of succession and inheritance. 
 
Thomas had told William that he felt confident he could provide the necessary experience and hands-on 
management to launch the necessary improvements in the tanning and currying, with modern 
equipment and training.  But William and Patrick were not so quite so sure as Thomas was possibly too 
close to the yard men that he had grown-up with and might not realise just how much effort was 
required to bring such changes in an artisanal trade.  However, it was clear that with his brothers David 
and Patrick’s departures from Forfar many years ago there were no other obvious family options. So, 
they agreed it would be up to Thomas to ring the changes. 
 
But how to handle this and ensure the tannery and the lands at Talis, Barch Pots and West Shell did not 
slip out of family hands and end up being sold.  William put forward the proposal, as he and Thomas had 
agreed last week, that Patrick would transfer ownership of the business and lands now to Thomas and 
so avoid any later inheritance challenges.  Patrick after lengthy discussion agreed in principle, but clearly 
from his reaction was in no rush to let “now” really mean now!  He suggested to William that this should 
be a proper sale and for a price that the others might find difficult to object to, especially if they might 
share in this money in his Last Will and Testament.   
 
William had expected this and, in his bank agent role, said that based on previous bank estimates a sum 
of £750 might be appropriate and that he could get such a price covered by the bank with a Bill.  He 
further added that he could quite quickly have all this recorded in the Forfar Register of Sassines.  
Patrick sat silent for a very long time with his hands clasped in front of him, and then finally nodded his 
head in agreement.   
 
But Patrick was far from finished as the family’s chief deal maker and had one more card to play. He 
took his time to savor the moment, took time to summarise the whole situation and all the challenges, 



and then pointed out the one gap in it all.  That Thomas at forty-three had no heirs of his own so far and 
that Jessie Wilson was certainly not going to produce one as his wife!   So yes, the deal could proceed 
but only if Thomas agreed to name one or all of William’s own sons - William P., John or Robert - as his 
lawful heirs.  William in his turn sat silent for a time, then smiled and nodded his head.   
 
The deal was done and William called for the maid to bring a bottle and two glasses. 

 


